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The recent paper by García-Gómez et al. (2014) in this journal is part of a rapidly growing industry aiming to quantify -and hence give some policy teeth to -the concept of inequality of opportunity. The idea behind the concept is simple yet powerful. Not all inequality is bad. The bad bit of inequality ('inequality of opportunity') is the part that emerges because of factors over which we have no control (our 'circumstances'). By contrast inequality that emerges because of our different choices and efforts (holding constant our circumstances) is fine, and to be encouraged.
On the face of it, questioning the usefulness of inequality of opportunity seems about as wrongheaded as questioning the merits of family vacations, Thanksgiving or dessert trolleys. What's not to like about it? We argue below, as we have argued at greater length elsewhere (Kanbur and Wagstaff 2015) , that the idea is not quite as useful as it might at first glance appear, and is in fact rather dangerous. But turned upside down, it might yet be useful.
A simple idea -let's see some numbers
For inequality of opportunity to be a useful idea for policy, we need an estimate of how much of observed inequality is due to inequality of opportunity -or at least an upper bound on this number. So, for example, if inequality in income is 50/100, we'd like to be able to say that at most 20 percentage points is due to inequality of opportunity. Policy should aim to get rid of at most these 20 percentage points, but shouldn't try to eliminate the remaining 30 percentage points.
The modern empirical inequality of opportunity literature owes much to the work of Roemer (1998 Ferreira and Gignoux (2011) and Brunori et al. (2013) .
Stripping away the technicalities, and overlooking some differences in methods between the studies, these exercises by Paes de Barros et al. (2009) and others proceed broadly like this. Take a household survey. Decide on an outcome -it could be immunization coverage, or educational attainment, or income. Calculate the amount of inequality in the outcome in the data -let's say it's 50/100. Then identify in the dataset the variables that capture the influences on the outcome over which the person had no control -their 'circumstances.' Form groups (or 'cells') based on combinations of these circumstance variables. Calculate how much inequality there is across these groups. Let's suppose it's 20. This is inequality of opportunity. The residual (30) is legitimate inequality due to differences in effort -differences within the cells of people in similar circumstances.
No man is an island
Our outcomes do, of course, reflect our own efforts and decisions. But they also reflect other people's efforts and decisions, and we have little -if any -control over these.
The outcome of an infant reflects entirely the efforts and decisions of her parents, but she has no choice in who her parents are. That means that all inequality in immunization coverage is unjust. For outcomes relating to small children then we don't need to go into a complicated decomposition exercise to figure out the share of inequality of opportunity in total inequality -it's 100%. So it's odd that Paes de Barros et al. (2009) 
in developing their
'human opportunities index' do just that.
As a child moves through infancy into childhood, parental influences diminish, but they don't cease -our parents' choices and efforts shape the way we think and behave, right through to adulthood in fact (cf. e.g. Cohen 1989) . And other people's actions start to affect the choices and efforts that a child makes -their teachers and their classmates. Because children don't select their teachers or classmates, the choices and efforts of these people ought surely to be listed among the circumstances over which the child has no control. To be sure luck would belong alongside efforts if we could eliminate risk from our lives and chose not to do so. But we cannot. Much of the risk we are exposed to is linked to activities we have to engage in to get through the day, if not survive. Often the risks involved are not known with certainty by the scientific community; when they are known, they are not always disseminated in an accessible way, and there are commercial pressures to ignore them.
Diet is a good example. We have to eat to survive. Yet the 2010 Global Burden of Disease (GBD) study (Lim et al. 2012 ) finds that dietary risks account for more deaths worldwide than alcohol and tobacco combined. Commercial pressures encourage a default diet that poses risks to health, and we have to make a conscious and determined effort to eat in a way that lowers health risks. Doing so isn't straightforward. Given the attention they receive in the media, one might imagine the big culprits in relation to diet are too little polyunsaturated fatty acid, and too much processed meat, trans-fatty acids, sugarsweetened beverages and red meat. Yet these are not according to the 2010 GBD study actually the biggest causes of diet-related deaths worldwide: over six times as many deaths are attributable to people consuming too much sodium, and too little fruit, nuts, seeds, vegetables and whole grains.
True there are examples of where people unnecessarily and knowingly expose themselves to risk. Smoking is the classic example: information on the risks is widely disseminated and in a way that's very intelligible; and people smoke only for pleasure, not because it is essential to their survival. Shouldn't inequalities in health caused by smoking decisions be classified then as just? Not necessarily. There is a school of thought (Le Grand 1987; Le Grand 1991; Cappelen and Norheim 2005 ) that says that people should not be held accountable for bad luck ('brute luck' as Dworkin (1981a; 1981b) calls it) but only for unnecessary fully-informed risky behaviors ('option luck' in Dworkin's terminology). That might mean taxing tobacco, alcohol, sugar-laden beverages, red meat, etc. at a rate that generates enough revenue to cover the extra expected health care costs, but making sure that everyone -smokers and nonsmokers -receive whatever health care they need to prolong their life and increase its quality. This is also a controversial choice. We can think of ourselves as starting life endowed with innate talents, which we can cultivate during our life. The talents we start our life with affects where we end up. We're unlikely to become an accomplished concert pianist if we start life with no musical talent. Since we have no control over our innate talents, by lumping all talent with effort Paes de Barros et al. (2009) will, yet again, end up underestimating the true amount of inequality of opportunity.
Giving the emperor some clothes
In a survey, we will inevitably capture only a small subset of the influences on a person's outcomes that were genuinely beyond their control. We have no hope of capturing innate talents, the influences and choices of parents, classmates and teachers, and the effects of brute luck (as distinct from option luck). So although the point of departure of inequality of opportunity is that some inequality is good, and we want to come up with a statement to the effect that the bad part of inequality (inequality of opportunity) is at most x% of total inequality, the approach of Paes de Barros et al. allows us to say only that inequality of opportunity is at least x% of total inequality. If we're honest, we actually have no idea in their approach how big the good bit of inequality is. Even if we present the number x to the policymaker with the caveat that it's a lower bound estimate of inequality of opportunity, the policymaker will likely think of it as a point estimate. And given the whole thrust of the inequality-of-opportunity agenda is that not all inequality is bad, the message the policymaker will likely take home is that 100-x percent of inequality in her country is good.
The approach of García-Gómez et al. (2014) From a policy perspective, though, the approach of García-Gómez et al. still has shortcomings. Purging effort variables of the influence of circumstances is a heroic task and likely to be well beyond even the richest datasets, even those like the UK's National Child Development Study that follow individuals from birth. In any case, if it's accepted that unnecessary and fully informed risky behaviors should be penalized through the tax system, rather than through health care allocation decisions, inequalities in outcomes due to risky behaviors (even if purged of circumstances) still belong in the unjustified part of inequality. This means we're quite likely to end up with the (ethically relevant) effort variables being a null set, and we will end up labeling all explained inequality as inequality of opportunity, albeit necessarily a lower bound on true inequality of opportunity.
Exercises like those of Paes de Barros et al. (2009) and García-Gómez et al. (2014) might be more useful for policy purposes if we turned them upside down. What if instead of pretending we can give policymakers a sense of how much inequality is justifiable, we use these exercises to give policymakers a sense of how much inequality is unjustifiable, and acknowledge that we have no way (at least right now) of quantifying the amount that is justifiable? This is in fact just what researchers in education and health have been doing for years (cf. e.g. van Doorslaer et al. 1997; Filmer and Pritchett 1999) . Notwithstanding claims to the contrary by García-Gómez et al. (2014) , the authors of such studies don't claim to be measuring all inequality of opportunity, but aim simply to parcel out socioeconomic differences in outcomes. This part is important because it is the part of inequality that ought to be most amenable to policy, and therefore the part whose continued existence is most offensive to an egalitarian, including those who stop short of committing to equality of outcomes and limit themselves to equality of opportunity. Yes, we may also argue that inequalities reflecting differences in innate talents, brute luck, and so on are also unjust.
But those differences are harder to neutralize through policy. If we can eliminate inequalities due to observed circumstances, we won't have eliminated all inequality of opportunity. But we will have eliminated at least some of it. And what's not to like about that?
